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ABSTRACT OF THESIS 
 
 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CHILDREN’S UNDERSTANDING OF 
DISPROPORTIONATE DISCIPLINE 
In the U.S. Black students, particularly Black boys, receive more out of school 
punishments, are punished more frequently, and are punished for more subjective 
behaviors than their White peers (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). This 
phenomenon is referred to as disproportionate discipline and is an early precursor to the 
disproportionate number of Black men and boys incarcerated in the U.S. 
Disproportionate discipline begins as early as preschool, and continues throughout 
elementary, middle, and high school (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Perceptions of 
discrimination greatly impact children’s school involvement, school belonging, and 
educational outcomes (Brown, 2017, for review). However, little is known about 
elementary children’s perceptions of discriminatory discipline practices. In the current 
study, I investigated elementary school children’s (6-11 years old; Mage = 7.75; SD = 
1.31) perceptions of disproportionate discipline, utilizing a mixed method approach. 
Participants (n = 63; 63.5% White, 6.3% Latinx, 9.5% Black; 6.3% Asian, and 14.4% 
preferred to self-describe) were shown four vignettes describing different misbehavior of 
a White or Black child and a teacher punishing them. Results suggest that children in 
middle childhood perceive disproportionate discipline as discrimination. Qualitative 
analyses also suggest that Black children are more likely to be perceived as culpable for 
their misbehavior and less likely to be perceived as accidentally misbehaving compared 
to White children. Children’s cognitive development also informed their perceptions of 
teacher discrimination. Important implications for these findings are also discussed.  
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 INTRODUCTION   
Introduction 
Discipline in schools in the Unites States is not applied equally to all children and 
children of color, particularly Black boys, are often punished more frequently by teachers 
and administrators and receive harsher punishments than White children (e.g., Ksinan, 
Vazsonyi, Jiskrova, & Peugh, 2019; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Skiba, Peterson, & 
Williams, 1997). This discrepancy in discipline is not a new phenomenon, but instead has 
existed since the early days of racial integration in schools (Children’s Defense 
Fund,1975). Ending school segregation in the U.S. was conceptualized as an important 
step to creating equal educational environments for both Black and White students; it was 
theorized and hoped that this would create an environment that would lessen 
discrimination (Allport, 1954). However, the impact of slavery and segregation is long 
lasting, and continuing racial discrimination, both institutional and individual, persists 
today (Carter, Skiba, Arredondo, & Pollock, 2017.) An important consequence of this is 
educational inequalities, including discriminatory disciplinary practices (for a historical 
review of contributors see Carter et al. 2017). 
Often disproportionate discipline for Black children takes the form of increased out-
of-school punishments, such as suspensions and expulsions (Smith & Harper, 2015). This 
is extremely important as out-of-school punishments have been linked with a number of 
negative outcomes, including lower grades, increased risk for dropping out, and increased 
incarceration rates (Fabelo et al., 2011; Noltemeyer, Ward, & McLoughlin, 2015; Smith 
& Harper, 2015). Some have suggested that the existing educational achievement gaps 
between White and Black students may be due, in part, to disproportionate discipline that 
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children experience through their schooling and in particular the disproportionate use of 
out-of-school punishments for Black children (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). 
Disproportionate discipline begins early in children’s lives and continues throughout 
high school (Mendez & Knopf, 2003). Despite the well documented occurrence of this 
type of discrimination, little is known about how young children, in elementary school, 
perceive disproportionate discipline. The proposed study aims to fill this gap by 
examining elementary aged children’s understanding of disproportionate discipline. 
1.1 Disproportionate Discipline  
Disproportionate discipline is defined as discipline being applied to one group 
more than another, relative to the population demographics. For example, in Kentucky, 
Black students are only 11% of the student population, but made up 26% of the 
suspensions and 13% of expulsions (Smith & Harper, 2015); thus, schools in the state 
engage in disproportionate discipline of Black students. In contrast, it would be 
considered proportionate discipline if one group of children represented, for example, 
15% of the school population and accounted for 15% of the students who receive any 
specific disciplinary action. Throughout this paper, disproportionate discipline will be 
used specifically to focus on disciplinary practices being disproportionately applied to 
children of color relative to White children.  
 Disproportionate discipline towards Black boys in schools was first documented 
in 1975 (Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Skiba et al., 2002 for a more complete 
discussion). At this time, it was found that Black children were two to three times more 
likely to be suspended than White students. During the same period, researchers 
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documented this disproportionate discipline in elementary school and found that 
significantly more Black children, than White children, were referred to principals’ 
offices because of misbehavior (Lietz & Gregory, 1978).  
More recent research still finds large differences in discipline towards Black and 
White students. For example, recent data shows that Black students are five times more 
likely to be expelled from middle school than their White peers (Ksinan et al., 2019), and 
almost four times more likely to receive out of school suspensions (Taylor, Cregor, & 
Lane, 2014). However, this discrepancy does not begin in adolescence. Disproportionate 
discipline begins as early as pre-school and continues through elementary, middle, and 
high school (Brooks, Schiraldi, & Zeidenberg, 2000; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). 
Observations of pre-school and kindergarten teachers found that Black boys were more 
frequently separated from their peers, made to sit at a desk near their teacher, and labeled 
as difficult and disruptive, compared to other students (Barbarin & Crawford, 2006). In 
elementary school, Black students are more than two times more likely to be sent to the 
office than their White peers (Skiba et al. 2011). National data also shows that Black 
preschoolers make up 18% of that age’s population, but up to 48% of suspended 
preschoolers are Black (Gregory & Fergus, 2017; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 
Not only does observational data indicate vast disciplinary discrimination, but 
experimental data with teachers also shows this bias. For example, teachers from K-12 
have been shown to view misbehavior by Black students as more severe and endorse 
harsher punishments for Black students than White students, particularly after more than 
one offense (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015).  
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Although some have suggested that this disproportionate discipline may be due to 
actual behavioral differences from Black boys (McCarthy & Hoge, 1987), many 
researchers have demonstrated that this is not the case (Barbarin et al. 2014; Skiba et al. 
2008; Wallace et al. 2008). This harsher and more frequent punishment occurs even when 
the misbehavior is the same. For example, in one study 95% of Black students who were 
written up for a weapon related infraction were suspended; however, only 85% of White 
students implicated for the same behavior were suspended (Nicholson-Crotty, 
Birchmeier, & Valentine, 2009). Additionally, when a White child and Black child are 
described as doing the same misbehavior, Black children are rated as more likely to do it 
again and thus in need of harsher punishment (Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2016).  
Black and White students are also punished for different types of behaviors. Black 
students are more likely to be punished for minor misbehaviors such as skipping class or 
lewd language and are more likely to be harshly punished for these infractions than their 
White peers (Losen & Skiba, 2010). Specifically, Black students are punished more than 
their White peers for behaviors that are considered subjective, such as “disrespect” and 
“disruptive behavior”; whereas, their White peers are more often punished for behaviors 
that are considered objective, such as property destruction or violent behavior (Bradshaw, 
Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010; Heilbrun & Cornell, 2015; Skiba et. al., 2002; 
Vavrus & Cole, 2002). For example, Heilbrun and colleagues (2015) found that Black 
students were significantly more likely to be suspended for non-violent disruptive 
behaviors, whereas White students were more likely to be suspended for drug-related 
misbehavior. Disproportionate discipline is present in all forms of discipline but is more 
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exaggerated when the behavior is subjective and teacher discretion is involved. This 
discretion allows for bias and discrimination to impact discipline. 
Beyond the individual classroom and teacher, this disproportionate discipline 
towards Black students is also seen at the school and state level. For example, Welch and 
Payne (2010) found that schools with a higher percentage of Black students were more 
likely to use harsher and more punitive punishments, than schools with a lower 
percentage of Black students. There may also be statewide differences. Some research 
suggests that Southern states have more disproportionate discipline (Losen, Hodson, 
Keith, Morrison, & Belway, 2015; Smith & Harper, 2015), while other research has 
found that Midwest states are the worst offenders (Ksinan et al., 2019).  
These widespread disciplinary differences lead to increased academic 
marginalization and stigmatization of students of color, particularly Black students. 
Elementary school teachers reportedly use the punishment of Black boys as classroom 
management, publicly disciplining Black boys in an attempt to get other children to 
behave better (Rowley et al. 2014). For example, when an entire class misbehaves, 
teachers were more likely to call out or punish a single Black boy and describe this as a 
way to prevent the whole class from misbehaving (Collier & Bush, 2012). Using Black 
boys as a classroom example of misbehavior further stigmatizes Black boys within the 
classroom. Further, although racial disparities are found in many different aspects of 
discipline, some research reports that these disciplinary differences are most exaggerated 
when examining the harshest forms of discipline, such as expulsion and suspension 
(Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman, 2008). This may worsen the school climate 
for Black children, as children who are expelled or suspended often face lasting stigma 
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from teachers and peers and are seen as difficult and problem students (Kennedy-Lewis, 
Murphy, & Grosland, in Press; Weissman. 2015). Because these students miss class time 
due to the expulsion or suspension, they are also missing out on equal opportunities for 
academic instruction. Thus, this discrepancy in discipline can exacerbate race-based 
achievement gaps.  
Intersectional Aspects of Disproportionate Discipline 
Disproportionate discipline is aimed at children of color across multiple 
racial/ethnic groups, as well as children from low income families. For example, 
controlling for socioeconomic class and actual behavior of students, research has shown 
that Native American and Latinx students are disproportionately disciplined relative to 
White students. For example, Wallace and colleagues (2008) found that 39% of Latinx 
boys and 43% of American Indian boys in their sample had been expelled, compared to 
26% of White boys and 19% of Asian boys. However, Black students were disciplined 
more than all groups; 56% of Black boys in the sample had been expelled (Wallace et al., 
2008). Additional research is consistent, indicating that Black boys are punished more 
than boys in other racial/ethnic groups for the same behaviors (Annamma et al. 2016; 
Rocque, 2010; Skiba et al. 2002; Skiba et al. 2008; Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000; 
Wallace et al. 2008; Welch & Payne, 2010).  
Disproportionate discipline not only affects Black boys, but girls as well. Black 
girls are more likely to experience discipline compared to their White female peers. For 
example, Wallace and colleagues (2008) found that 43% of Black girls had been 
suspended, compared to 7% to 26% of girls in others racial/ethnic groups. New research 
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shows that Black girls are more frequently punished and much more likely to be 
arrested at school than girls from other racial/ethnic groups (Green, Walker, & 
Shapiro, 2020).  
However, boys, as a gender group, are often disciplined more than girls, and 
(regardless of race/ethnicity) are often reported as more active, impulsive, and restless 
than girls; thus, they may experience more punishment in schools than their female peers 
(Barbarin, Chinn, & Wright, 2014; Else-Quest, Hyde, Goldsmith, & Van Hulle, 2006; 
McClowry et al., 2013). Relatedly, Black boys are at a higher risk for disproportionate 
discipline than Black girls (Fisher et al. 2000), and all other boys.  
 
Children’s Perceptions of Disproportionate Discipline 
Although it is clear from school records and past research that disproportionate 
discipline is rampant, and begins when children first enter school, research has not 
examined whether children notice these patterns and perceive disproportionate discipline 
as a form of discrimination. This is important because disproportionate discipline is a 
form of teacher discrimination. Research has clearly documented the negative impact of 
teacher discrimination on children’s academic outcomes, such as grades, academic 
motivation, and school belonging (Benner & Graham, 2014; Brown, 2017). These 
perceptions may also increase students’ risk for being disciplined in school. For example, 
when people perceive they are being treated unfairly, they are less likely to comply with 
directions than when they feel they are being treated fairly (for a review see Colquitt, 
Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001). Thus, children who perceive themselves as victims 
of disproportionate discipline may be more likely to disobey teachers, which then may 
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lead to further punishment. Additionally, Yeager and colleagues (2017) conducted a 
longitudinal experiment with children from sixth to eighth grade and followed them until 
they entered college. They found that as Black students’ awareness of discriminatory 
discipline practices grew, it predicted a loss in school trust, and this loss of trust predicted 
higher discipline infractions, and lower college enrollment (Yeager, et al., 2017).  
Children in middle childhood are also able to understand and perceive 
discrimination. For example, in one study, 92% of children in middle childhood could 
define and describe discrimination (Verkuyten, Kinket, & van der Wielen, 1997). 
Empirical evidence has shown that children of color (most commonly Black and Latinx 
children) perceive ethnic discrimination from teachers, such as being ignored, not called 
on in class, or graded unfairly based on their race/ethnicity (for a review, see Brown, 
2017). Additionally, experimental paradigms have found that when a situation between a 
teacher and child exemplifies prototypical discrimination, such as a White teacher never 
choosing a Latinx student to win a prize, children identify the teacher as being 
discriminatory (e.g., Brown, 2006; Bigler & Brown, 2005). Unlike perceptions of 
discrimination from peers, which remain relatively stable, perceptions of teacher 
discrimination tend to increase with age (Wong Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003). By 
adolescence, 25% to 50% of adolescents of color report that they have experienced 
discrimination from their teacher (Fisher et al., 2000). However, how these trends 
translate to perceptions of disproportionate discipline is still unknown.  
Research with adolescents also suggests that Black students, and to a lesser 
degree, Latinx students (but not White students), are aware of disproportionate discipline 
in their schools (Salomon, 1992; Sheets, 1996; Ruck & Wortley, 2002). Specifically, 
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Ruck and Wortley (2002) found that Black students, more so than any other racial/ethnic 
group, reported perceiving discrimination from teachers towards students of color 
regarding suspensions, use of police, and treatment from police at school. Additionally, 
Bottiani and colleagues (2016) found that Black students (but not White students) who 
attended schools with more disproportionate discipline also perceived their school to be 
less culturally inclusive and thought their school treated students differently based on 
their race, gender and socioeconomic background.  
Although rarely studied, it is important to understand how all students in the 
classroom perceive disproportionate discipline. For example, White students may notice 
Black students being punished more, but instead of attributing this discrepancy to 
discrimination, they may infer that Black students are bad students; this inference may, in 
turn, increase negative stereotypes about Black students. Alternatively, if White students 
perceive disproportionate discipline to be related to teacher bias and discrimination, their 
stereotypes may not increase, but they may begin to distrust teachers. Qualitative research 
with high schoolers has found that students, even when they are not the target of 
discipline, deem educators to be unfair when they perceive discipline to be distributed 
inconsistently, when some teachers are stricter towards some students than others, or 
when minor offenses receive the same punishment as major offenses (Morrison, 2018). 
Perceiving teachers to be unfair leads to academic disengagement (Yeager et al., 2017). 
Thus, perceiving disproportionate discipline in school may lead all children – both targets 
of disproportionate discipline (such as Black boys) and witnesses to disproportionate 
discipline – to see educators as unfair. This is likely to affect the academic outcomes of 
all students.  
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Disproportionate Discipline: A consequence of Racial Stereotypes and Attitudes 
Disproportionate discipline is a direct result of specific racial stereotypes and 
attitudes towards Black children. For example, both Black and White teachers perceive 
Black children to be chronically troublesome students (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015), 
who are more likely to act out, have difficulty with their frustration, and be more 
boisterous, argumentative, and disobedient than their White peers (Pigott & Cowen, 
2000). Misbehaviors of Black students are thus perceived as a reflection of their 
disposition to be naughty; in contrast, adults attribute White children’s misbehavior to 
contextual or situational factors, such as being tired or having a bad day.  
Further, explicit and implicit tests of stereotypes have shown that Black children, 
both boys and girls, are stereotyped as dangerous and hostile (Goff et al., 2014; Rattan, 
Levine, Dweck, & Eberhardt, 2012; Todd, Simpson, Theim, & Neel, 2016; Todd, Theim, 
& Neil, 2016; Thiem, Neel, Simpson, & Todd, 2019). Thus, behaviors that could be 
perceived as neutral are perceived as more dangerous and hostile when a Black individual 
does them, compared to a White individual. This stereotype that Black children are 
threats leads teachers, in turn, to discipline them for a misbehavior that, because it is a 
Black student doing it, is perceived as threatening. Minor behavior infractions, such as 
loitering in hallways, may be interpreted as dangerous misbehavior that needs policing 
and strict punishment (Brown & Beckett, 2006; Rowley et al., 2014, Skiba, 2002). 
Furthermore, Black boys are more frequently disciplined for vague or subjective 
behaviors, such as being a “threat” and “disruptiveness”; however, what constitutes 
disruptiveness and threating behavior is open to interpretation and this interpretation is 
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influenced by racial stereotypes (Annamma et al., 2016; Skiba, 2002; Welch & Payne, 
2010).  
Beyond the general stereotype that Black children are dispositionally threatening 
and dangerous, the “adultification” of black children further contributes to 
disproportionate discipline. This means that Black children are perceived to be older than 
they actually are and are expected to act older they actually are. The result is that the 
behaviors that typify childhood, such as frustration or temper tantrums, may be 
interpreted as adult-like aggression when done by Black children; when these same 
behaviors are exhibited by White children, they are interpreted as normal childlike 
behaviors (Ferguson, 2000; Rowley et al. 2014; Welch & Payne, 2010). Further, the 
“adultification” of Black students results in them being seen as less innocent and needing 
less nurturing and protection, than White students (Epstein, Black & Gonzales, 2017). 
Hence, Black students are viewed differently from their peers, seen as more culpable for 
their actions, and are punished more than any of their peers for the same types of 
behaviors (Goff et al., 2014).  
It is likely that children have knowledge of and will endorse some of the same 
biases and stereotypes that adults do. Children have knowledge of race related 
stereotypes as early as four or five years old (Aboud, 1998). Additionally, around six-
years-old, children understand that adults have racial stereotypes (McKown & Weinstein, 
2003) and their own endorsement of stereotypes increases between the ages of five and 
seven (Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). The current study explores if students have knowledge 
of and endorse stereotypes related to the misbehaviors of Black children, and if they 
make similar attributions for misbehavior as teachers and other adults.  
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 Developmental Considerations in Perceiving Disproportionate Discipline 
Although research with older students has begun to illuminate how middle school 
and high school students perceive disproportionate discipline, little is known about 
perceptions of younger students. Although children in elementary school are 
experiencing and witnessing disproportionate discipline, little is known about how they 
understand and reason about student and teacher behaviors that may be racially biased. It 
is critical to understand children’s perceptions of teacher discrimination in middle 
childhood because perceiving disproportionate discipline is associated with lower school 
belonging, worse academic outcomes, and more disrespect of authority figures (often 
leading to more disciplinary actions), all of which hinder later academic trajectories 
(McCluskey et al., 1999; Okonofua et al., 2016; Okonofua & Walton, 2015).  
Children’s understanding of disproportionate discipline may be limited by their 
cognitive development. Children in middle childhood are developing important cognitive 
and socio-cognitive skills, and their understanding of race/ethnicity and gender is 
increasing (Akiba, Szalacha, & Garcia-Coll, 2004; Bennett & Sani, 2004; Ghavami, 
Katisiaficas, & Rogers, 2016; Marks et al., 2007; Ruble et al., 2004). Children’s social-
cognitive development likely influences their perceptions of discrimination (Brown, 
2006; Brown & Bigler, 2005). One socio-cognitive skill which is of central interest for 
the current study is interpretive theory of mind. Interpretive theory of mind develops 
when children are about seven to eight years old and refers to the ability to understand the 
constructive and interpretive nature of knowing (Carpendale & Chandler, 1996). Children 
who have developed an interpretive theory of mind can understand that others’ thoughts 
and cognitions may reflect their unique perspectives and that things ambiguous in nature 
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may give rise to different, but equally valid, interpretations (Carpendale & Chandler, 
1996). Interpretative theory of mind has been associated with perceptions of 
discrimination and the ability to recognize others’ stereotypes (Brown & Bigler, 2005; 
Brown, 2006, Brown, Bigler, & Chu, 2010; McKown & Weinstein, 2003). 
Disproportionate discipline, as well as other forms of discrimination, are often ambiguous 
in nature and may seem harsh or fair, depending on interpretation. Thus, once children 
have interpretive theory of mind, they may interpret teacher’s actions differently than 
children who have not developed this skill. Specifically, an advanced interpretive theory 
of mind may allow children to reason about teacher’s reaction to student’s misbehavior 
and understand that differential reactions to White and Black students’ misbehavior may 
be guided by teachers own experiences or biases. This relationship may be especially 
relevant when children witness subjective misbehaviors that may be ambiguous.  
Another important cognitive skill for perceptions of discrimination is 
classification ability (Brown & Bigler, 2005; Inhelder & Piaget, 1964). Specifically, the 
ability to classify social stimuli, such as students or teachers, into multiple categories 
simultaneously is also related to perceptions of discrimination and intergroup bias (e.g., 
Abrams, Rutland, Pelletier & Ferrell 2009; Brown & Bigler, 2004; ; Killen, Hitti, 
Mulvey, 2015). Multiple classification skills increase with age and are developing as 
children enter middle childhood, specifically from six to ten years old (Brown & Bigler, 
2005; Killen et al., 2015). Multiple classification skills allow children to conceptualize 
that an individual may belong to a social group that is stereotyped in a certain way, but 
that individual is also separate from that group and has specific characteristics; thus, 
better classification skills should relate to being able to detect discrimination and bias 
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(Abrams., et al., 2009). For example, children with more developed classification skills 
may see a Black child being disciplined, and even though this child belongs to a group 
that is stereotyped to misbehave, they know he is a good student and thus does not 
deserve to be punished. However, children will less developed classification skills may 
see a Black child being disciplined and assume that since that child is Black, he must 
have misbehaved and now must be punished. Additionally, better classification skills 
may allow children to classify the teacher as an authority figure and simultaneously 
someone who may be unfair. Empirical evidence is somewhat mixed, as some studies 
have found more developed classification skills are related to more perceptions of 
discrimination (e.g., Abrams et al. 2008; Abrams et al., 2009), whereas other research has 
found no significant relationship between classification skills and perceptions of 
discrimination (e.g., Brown & Bigler, 2004; Abrams et al., 2007). Thus, the current study 
seeks to shed further light on the role of classification skills in perceiving discrimination.  
Current Study  
Understanding how children in elementary school perceive disproportionate 
discipline is important as this may impact their educational outcomes and their 
interactions and perceptions of their peers and teachers. Much of the current research on 
disproportionate discipline has been done with adolescents; however, children in 
elementary school are frequently experiencing disproportionate discipline. The current 
study aims to extend our knowledge of children’s perceptions of discrimination to include 
elementary school children’s perceptions of disproportionate discipline. In the study, 
children were read four vignettes describing misbehavior of a young White or Black boy 
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in school and a teacher’s subsequent reaction. They were then asked to make attributions 
for the child’s behavior and make attributions for, and rate the fairness of, the teacher’s 
punishment.  
The current study aims to answer four main research questions. First, the current 
study examined if children endorse stereotypes regarding prototypical good students and 
prototypical misbehaving students. I hypothesized that participants would reflect adult’s 
and teacher’s stereotypes that Black students are prototypically misbehaving students and 
White and Asian students are prototypically good students (e.g., Katz, 1999; Ruck & 
Wortley, 2002; Wright 1992).  
Second, the current study investigated how children in middle childhood make 
attributions for the misbehavior of Black and White students. I hypothesized that 
participants would attribute the misbehavior of Black and White children differently, 
such that they would attribute dispositional reasons (e.g., he is a bad kid) for Black 
student’s misbehavior and situational reasons (e.g., he was tired) for White student’s 
misbehavior. I also hypothesized that differences between attributions for Black and 
White students would be moderated by (a) the type of misbehavior and (b) the 
participant’s own race. I predicted that the racial differences in attributions to 
misbehavior would be most pronounced when the behavior was considered subjective 
(such as disrupting the class), compared to more objective behaviors (such as writing on a 
wall). I further hypothesized that this attribution difference would be most pronounced 
when the participant is not Black 
 Third, the current study examined whether children’s attributions and perceptions 
of fairness discipline differ based on the race of the child being disciplined. I 
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hypothesized that participants would be more likely to attribute discipline to 
discrimination when the child described was Black compared to when the child was 
White. I hypothesized that perceiving biased discipline would also be moderated by 
participant’s own race, such that Black children would perceive more biased discipline 
than other children. I also hypothesized that non-Black participants would rate discipline 
of White students as less fair than Black participant’s ratings . 
 Finally, the current study examined the role of cognitive development in 
predicting children’s attributions for misbehavior and discipline. I hypothesized that 
children with more advanced cognitive development, specifically better interpretive 
theory of mind and classification skills, would be (a) more likely to attribute the child’s 
misbehavior to situational causes and less likely to attribute the child misbehavior to 
dispositional causes, and (b) more likely to attribute the disproportionate discipline of 
Black children to discrimination and rate it as less fair, compared to children who are less 
cognitively advanced. 
 METHODS 
Participants 
Participants for this study were recruited from after school programs in a southeastern 
state in the U.S. This afterschool program is contracted with local school districts to 
provide afterschool care for elementary school children. Parents or guardians of each 
participant were approached and asked to sign a consent form. Only children whose 
parent or guardian consented, and who themselves gave verbal assent, participated.  
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Using the statistical power analysis software G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang & 
Buchner, 2007), a commonly used tool to evaluate statistical power, I conducted an a-
priori power analysis and concluded that to conduct the mixed and repeated measures 
ANOVAs described below I needed to collect at least 128 participants, to have adequate 
power (1 – beta = 80) to detect a small to medium effect (f = 0.15). However, due to the 
ongoing global pandemic of novel corona virus-19, and the closing of schools and related 
after school programs, recruitment stopped in early 2020, with a total of 63 participants 
recruited and 47 who completed all data collection items. Children ranged in age from 6 
to 11 (M = 7.87, SD = 1.31), 31.7% identified as girls, 65.1% as boys, and 3.2% of the 
sample did not identify their gender. When asked to select their race/ethnicity from an 
experimenter-provided list, 6.3% of the sample selected Asian, 9.5% selected 
Black/African American, 6.3% selected Latinx/Hispanic, 63.5% selected White, 4.8% 
selected the option “another race/ethnicity” and described themselves in relation to their 
nationality (e.g., Mexican, American), 6.4% selected the option “another race/ethnicity” 
and described themselves as Biracial (4.8% Black and White, and 1.6% Asian and 
White), and 3.2% did not disclose their race/ethnicity.  
Overview of Procedure 
All measures were read to children by research assistants over a three-day period. 
Children responded to all questions verbally and research assistants recorded their 
responses on printed out forms. In order to avoid participant fatigue and distraction, 
materials were broken up into three sections (a) disciplinary vignettes and basic 
demographic questions (gender, school attended, etc.), (b) cognitive skills, and (c) 
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measures assessing school-based experiences, stereotypes about students, and open-ended 
racial/ethnic identity. After completing materials for that day, participants were given a 
small toy from a toy box, such as a keychain, sticker, or pencil.  
Materials and Measures 
2.1.1 Disciplinary Vignettes 
All participants were read four vignettes, describing a different situation of 
misbehavior and the subsequent punishment. The four misbehaviors were modified from 
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015). Two depicted “objective” misbehaviors: writing on the 
wall and breaking a mug; two depicted “subjective” misbehaviors: classroom disturbance 
and refusal to participate (see Appendix A for all vignettes). The order of the vignettes 
was the same across all participants: (1) writing on the wall, (2) disrupting the class, (3) 
breaking a mug, and (4) refusing to run. In each vignette, a child misbehaved and a 
teacher punished him. Every participant heard two vignettes in which the misbehaving 
child was a White boy and two vignettes in which the misbehaving child was a Black 
boy. The race of the child was counter-balanced across stories. Race of the child was not 
verbally mentioned but was manipulated via pictures of the scenario. Each vignette also 
featured a White teacher, displayed via pictures. In each vignette, another child, who was 
also represented as White, was described as having done the same misbehavior 
previously, but received a less severe punishment. Thus, vignettes with a Black child 
described represented prototypical disproportionate discipline. After each vignette, 
participants were read questions asking for their attribution of the main child’s 
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misbehavior, attributions for the disciplinary actions described, and perceptions of 
fairness (see Appendix B for a complete list of questions).  
2.1.2 Attributions for child’s misbehavior 
Following each vignette, participants were asked for their attributions of the behavior 
of the child in the vignettes. First, they were asked, “Why do you think Ricky wrote on 
the wall?”. The name of the child and the misbehavior described were different for each 
vignette, see Appendix A. Next, participants were given four experimenter-provided 
attributions and asked to rate how true each reason was as an explanation for the 
misbehavior. Attributions focused on dispositional explanations (e.g., “he was a bad kid;” 
“kids like him never do what the teacher say”) and situational explanations (e.g., “he was 
having bad luck all day;” “he was tired”). Participants rated the possible attributions on a 
scale from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). Means and Cronbach alphas are reported in 
Table 1. Correlations are reported in Tables 2, 3, 4 and 5.  
Based on prior research (Brown & Bigler, 2004), children’s open-ended attributions 
for the child’s misbehavior were coded into one of four primary codes: (1) to be a bad kid 
(e.g., “He probably wanted to be bad”), (2) to avoid work (e.g., “He wanted to get out of 
work”), (3) accidental (e.g., “He probably had a bad cold or something”), and (4) to 
impress his peers (e.g., “He thought it was being funny. Because he wanted to show off”). 
Codes were also created for (5) “I don’t know” and (6) idiosyncratic reasons. Some 
responses also fell into multiple categories, and these were coded under each relevant 
category. For example, “He was either mad or wanted to show how fast he was and may 
have accidentally hit it off” was coded as to be bad, to impress his peers, and accidental. 
To ensure the final set of codes, this coding scheme was verified by a second coder, who 
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was masked to the race of the child described in the vignette and did not participate in 
data collection. Then, the primary researchers and the research assistant separately coded 
all responses. Cohen’s Kappas ranged from .482 to .620. Any disagreement was 
discussed, and 100% agreement reached for the final coding scheme.  
2.1.3 Attributions for disciplinary actions 
Children were then asked for their attributions for the disciplinary action described. 
They were asked “Why do you think the teacher suspended Ricky?” (the name of the 
misbehaving child was different in each vignette, see Appendix A). Next, participants 
were given six experimenter-provided attributions and asked to rate how true each reason 
was as an explanation for the discipline. Attributions focused on (1) racial discrimination 
(e.g., “Because of his [the child’s] race/ethnicity or skin color”), (2) random teacher 
factors (e.g., “Because the teacher was having a hard day”), (3) classroom management 
(e.g., “Because the teacher thought punishing him would make the class behave better”), 
(4) teacher mood (e.g., “Because the teacher was in a bad mood”), (5) stereotypic beliefs 
about the child (e.g., “Because the teacher thinks kids like him are troublemakers”), and 
(6) fear of worsening behavior, (e.g., “Because the teacher knew boys like him would do 
something worse”). See Appendix B. Responses ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very 
true). Correlations are reported in Tables 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4. 
For open-ended attributions of discipline, three codes were created a-priori to explain 
the teacher’s disciplinary actions: (1) racial discrimination (e.g., “He was Black”), (2) 
teacher’s emotions (e.g., “It made her (the teacher) mad”) and (3) behavior cessation 
(e.g., “He kept on writing on the wall and the teacher didn't want him to do that…” ). 
After reading all responses three codes were added: (4) punitive action (e.g., “He did 
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something bad,”), (5) “I don’t know,” and (6) idiosyncratic reasons. These explanations 
emerged in all four vignettes. However, Cohen’s Kappas were low (ranging from .134 to 
.589). Thus, coding schemes were reviewed, and an additional category was added: (7) 
pattern of misbehavior (e.g., “He would do it again and again”). This resulted in Cohen’s 
Kappas ranging from .324 to .558. This process was the same for all vignettes; however, 
in vignette 4, in which a child refused to participate in running, another code emerged: 
(7) health improvement (e.g., “Because he was not getting a lot of activity”). Some 
responses also fell into multiple categories and these were coded under each relevant 
category. For example, “He was throwing stuff he wasn’t allowed to…. he kept doing it, 
so she (the teacher) had to suspend him” was coded as punitive action and a pattern of 
misbehavior. Any disagreement was discussed, and 100% agreement reached for the final 
coding scheme.  
2.1.4 Perceptions of fairness 
Participants were then asked how fair the punishment given was, on a scale of 1 (very 
unfair) to 5 (very fair). Then, participants were asked why the punishment was fair or 
unfair. Explanations for the fairness of the discipline were coded into three categories a-
priori (1) unfair: due to racial discrimination (e.g., “If you have different color skin 
doesn't mean you should be separated from everyone else”), (2) fair: due to a pattern of 
misbehavior (e.g., “Because he's done it over and over again…”), and (3) fair: due to 
punitive expectations (e.g., “he did something very bad”). After reviewing responses, the 
following codes were added: (4) unfair: due to another child not being suspended/ the 
punishment was too severe (e.g., “Because one of them got suspended and the other one 
didn't), and (5) other idiosyncratic responses. Some responses fell into multiple categories 
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and these were coded under each relevant category. For example, “Because he was barely 
doing anything, but he was doing something bad” was coded as unfair: due to another 
child not being suspended/the punishment was too severe, and fair: due to punitive 
expectations. Cohen’s Kappas ranged from .588 to .789. Any disagreement was 
discussed, and 100% agreement reached for the final coding scheme.  
2.1.5 Assessments of teacher in vignette 
Participants also assessed the teacher after each vignette. Participants were asked, 
“How much do you like Mr. Mason?” and “How much do you trust Mr. Mason?” 
Responses ranged from 1 (not much) to 4 (a lot). (The name of the teacher was changed 
at the end of the questions to reflect the teacher described and pictured in the vignette, see 
Appendix A).  
2.1.6 Cognitive and social development measures 
To ascertain children’s cognitive and social development, an interpretative theory of 
mind test was administered (Carpendale & Chandler, 1996). In the theory of mind test, 
children were shown three different ambiguous situations and asked to interpret them. 
For example, they were shown two stuffed animals waiting “for a ring.” One of the 
animals was shown waiting for a phone to ring, the other was shown waiting for a piece 
of jewelry. Participants were then asked about the appropriateness of each interpretation. 
One point was given if they said both interpretations were appropriate. Then, children 
were asked what a third stuffed animal would expect and were given one point if they 
correctly responded. Next, they were asked the appropriateness of an unrelated response 
(e.g., the third puppet is waiting for a rock) and given one point if they deemed this 
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response inappropriate or incorrect. This process was repeated with a picture of three 
blocks: a large red block, a large blue block, and a small blue block. Participants were 
then told that the stuffed animals were playing a game and a penny was hidden under a 
big block. Again, they were given one point for each correctly answered question, with a 
possibility of three points. Lastly, participants were shown a picture that could be seen as 
a duck or a rabbit. They were told one stuffed animal thought it was a duck and the other 
thought it was a rabbit. For each scenario, the ring, the blocks, and the duck/rabbit 
picture, points were awarded for correct responses (a total of three points per scenario). 
Points ranged from 0 to 9, with higher numbers indicating a more developed interpretive 
theory of mind (M = 6.33, SD = 2.04).  
To assess classification skills, children completed a multiple classification task (based 
on Piaget, 1964 and Bigler & Jones, 1997). In the classification task, children were 
shown eight drawings of children who were either talking on the phone or reading a 
book. Participants were then asked to sort the pictures into two piles of “kids that go 
together.” This could be based on clothing, activity, or some other characteristic that the 
child notices. After the sorting was checked by the experimenter, the piles were then 
shuffled together and children were asked to re-sort the pictures into two different piles 
(e.g., if they sorted by hair color first, they could sort by activity second). For each task, 
correct sorting and re-sorting, children were asked for their justification of the groupings. 
Participants were then asked to sort along both dimensions simultaneously (e.g., children 
with blonde hair reading, children with blonde hair talking on a phone, children with 
black hair reading, and children with black hair talking on a phone) and asked about their 
reasoning for the groupings. Participants were then given one point for accuracy in their 
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sorting, re-sorting, and multiclassification, with a possibility of three points. They were 
also given one point for correct justifications in all three tasks. Next, they were shown 
elephants and bears that were brown and grey and asked seven questions to assess their 
understanding of hierarchical relationships (Bigler, Brown, & Markell, 2001). For 
example, they were shown a red box and told, “This is the animal ranch where all of the 
animals live.” “Are the grey elephants allowed to live at the animal ranch?”. One point 
was given for each correct response. Children’s classification skills ranged from 0 to 13, 
with higher numbers indicating more advanced classification skills (M = 11.02, SD = 
2.12). 
2.1.7 Endorsement of racial/ethnic stereotypes 
To investigate children’s stereotypes about good students and misbehaving students, 
participants were asked three questions regarding students at school: (1) “How would you 
describe students who get in a lot of trouble at school?”, (2) “How would you describe 
good students at your school?”, and (3) “How would you describe students who are 
punished a lot at your school?”. For each of the three questions participants were asked to 
select from the following five options: (1) mostly White, (2) mostly Black/African 
American, (3) mostly Latino, (4) mostly Asian, or (5) a mix of ethnicities. Participants 
were also shown visual aids depicting people from each group. See Appendix B. 
Data Analytic Plan 
In order to address the main research questions, this study employed a mixed-
method approach, utilizing responses to open-ended questions as well Likert scale ratings 
and other quantitative items. First, I examined whether children endorsed racial/ethnic 
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stereotypes about misbehaving versus good students. Second, I investigated children’s 
attributions for misbehavior. Next, I investigated attributions for teacher’s discipline 
followed by perceptions of fairness of the discipline. Quantitative items were analyzed 
using within-subject and mixed model ANOVAs; this was followed by the qualitative 
analyses. When sphericity was violated, a Greenhouse-Geisser correction was utilized. 
Lastly, using hierarchical multiple regressions, I investigated the role of cognitive 
development on attributions for misbehavior, perceptions of discrimination, and 
perceptions of fairness. All analyses, unless otherwise noted, were conducted separately 
for each vignette and are reported separately below. 
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Table 1 Dispositional and Situational Attributions: Cronbach Alphas and Means 
Endorsements 
Vignette α M (SD) 
Vignette 1: Writing on the wall   
Dispositional .255 2.22 (.87) 
Situational .446 1.86 (.86) 
Vignette 2: Disrupting the class   
Dispositional .611 2.10 (.99) 
Situational .365 1.79 (.83) 
Vignette 3: Breaking a mug   
Dispositional .667 2.04 (1.01) 
Situational .312 1.45 (.64) 
Vignette 4: Refusing to run   
Dispositional .526 1.77 (.89) 
Situational .232 2.03 (.80) 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
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 RESULTS 
Caveat to Interpreting Current Results: COVID Adaptions 
Due to an unexpected pause in data collection, this sample is smaller than 
anticipated and underpowered to detect small to medium effects. To report trends that 
may be significant if correctly powered, I set the significance level at p =.100. Results 
reported as non-significant reflect p >.100. All results should be interpreted with caution, 
due to the small nature of the sample and increased possibility of Type I error (due to a 
higher significance cut off). Additionally, assumption violations are not reported. 
However, when the appropriate n is achieved, all assumptions will be tested, and results 
will be reported as significant at p <.05. Additionally, due to the small sample size, I 
investigated participant race-based differences by analyzing Black children as one group 
and all other children as another group. This second group was majority White. 
Currently, the number of participants in these two groups are not equal; however, once 
anticipated n is recruited, I anticipate these groups to have a similar number of 
participants. 
Endorsement of Racial/Ethnic Stereotypes 
Participants were asked about the race/ethnicity of students at their school who 
are good students, get into trouble, and are punished frequently. When asked “Which 
students get into a lot of trouble at school?”, 25% said mostly White students, 8.3% said 
mostly Black students, 10.4% said mostly Latino students, and 56.3% said a combination 
of students with different race/ethnicities. A chi-square test of goodness of fit revealed 
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that selections were significantly different from chance, χ2 (4) = 47.208, p <.001. 
Specially, more participants said mostly White students and a combination of students 
with different race/ethnicities than expected by chance, and fewer participants said 
mostly Latino, mostly Asian, and mostly Black, than expected by chance.  
When asked, “Which students are punished frequently?”, 20.8% said mostly 
White students, 8.3% said mostly Black students, 4.2% said mostly Latino students, and 
60.4% said a combination of students with different race/ethnicities. A chi-square test of 
goodness of fit revealed that selections were significantly different from chance, χ2 (4) = 
53.04, p <.001. Specifically, more participants said a combination of students with 
different race/ethnicities than expected by chance and fewer participants said mostly 
Latino, mostly Asian, and mostly Black students than expected by chance.  
When asked, “Who are good students at school?,” 20.8% said mostly White 
students, 2.1% said mostly Latino students, 6.3% said mostly Asian students, and 70.8% 
said a combination of students with different race/ethnicities. No participants said that 
Black students are good students, not even participants who themselves were Black. A 
chi-square test of goodness of fit revealed that selections were significantly different from 
chance, χ2 (4) = 83.86, p <.001. Specially, more participants said a combination of 
students with different race/ethnicities than expected by chance, and fewer participants 
said mostly Latino and mostly Asian students than expected by chance. Also, as 
hypothesized, fewer participants said Black students than expected by chance.  
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Attributions for Child’s Misbehavior 
To investigate if attributions for misbehavior differ by the race/ethnicity of a child 
being disciplined at school, and if this is moderated by the participant’s race/ethnicity, I 
analyzed mean responses to dispositional attributes and mean responses to situational 
attributes in a 2 (race of disciplined child: Black or White) x 2 (attribution of 
misbehavior: dispositional or situational) x 2 (race/ethnicity of participant: Black children 
or all other children) mixed repeated measures ANOVA. Attributions of misbehavior was 
the within-subjects factor, and the race/ethnicity of the misbehaving child and the 
participant were the between-subjects factors. These analyses were conducted separately 
for each vignette and means are reported in Table 2, 3, 4, and 5. I hypothesized a three-
way interaction between the variables, such that Black participants would be more likely 
to attribute Black children’s misbehavior to situational causes than dispositional causes. 
Additionally, non-Black participants would be more likely to attribute Black children’s 
misbehavior to dispositional causes than situational causes.  
3.1.1 Vignette 1: Writing on the wall  
Results revealed there was no main effect of attributions for misbehavior, nor was 
there a main effect of the race of the child in the vignette or a significant interaction 
between attribution type and participant race. However, there was a significant between-
subjects effect of participant race, such that Black participants agreed with more 
attributions overall, both dispositional and situational, than other participants, F (1,43) = 
7.96, p= .007, ηp2 = .156.  
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that children endorsed different 
attributions based on the race of the child described in the vignette. See Figure 1. For 
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example, participants gave accidental attributions for misbehavior (e.g., “He didn't have a 
piece of paper…”) only when the child was White. In contrast, attributions relating to 
being bad (e.g., “Because he's a bad kid”) were only mentioned when the child was Black 
(by 6 participants); however, this was never mentioned for White children. Being bad 
was the second most frequently mentioned attribution for Black children’s misbehavior. 
The only attribution mentioned more frequently was avoiding work (e.g., “He wanted to 
get out of work”). Avoiding work was also the most frequently mentioned reason for 
White children’s misbehavior. Furthermore, not knowing the reason a child wrote on the 
wall was mentioned twice as frequently when the child described was Black than when 
the child was White. Wanting to impress peers (e.g., “Because he thought he was cool”) 
was mentioned slightly more frequently for when the child was Black (3 participants) 
than when he was White (2 participants). Lastly, wanting to impress peers was not 
mentioned very frequently compared to other attributions. 
3.1.2 Vignette 2: Disrupting the class 
Results revealed there was no significant main effects or interactions. The 
between-subjects effect of participant race approached, but did not reach significance, F 
(1,43) = 2.65, p= .111, ηp2 = .058, such that Black participants agreed with slightly more 
attributions, both dispositional and situational, than other participants.  
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that children endorsed different 
attributions based on the race of the child described in the vignette. See Figure 2. For 
example, participants were three times more likely to claim the misbehavior was 
accidental (e.g., “His legs wanted to move and he couldn’t resist it”) when the disruptive 
child was White than when the child was Black. Children were also twice as likely to 
31 
 
 
give attributions relating to wanting to impress peers (e.g., “He wanted to act funny”) 
when the child was White than when the child was Black. Also, as expected, children 
were almost twice as likely to say the disruptive child was just being bad (e.g., “He likes 
to be bad”) when the child was Black than when the child was White. Lastly, not 
knowing the reason the child misbehaved was mentioned twice as frequently when the 
child was Black (4 participants) but was only mentioned by 2 participants when the child 
was White.  
3.1.3 Vignette 3: Breaking a mug 
Results revealed there was no main effect of attributions for misbehavior, nor was 
there a main effect of the race of the child in the vignette or a significant interaction 
between attribution type and participant race. However, there was a significant between-
subjects effect of participant race, such that Black participants agreed with more 
attributions, both dispositional and situational, than other participants, F (1,43) = 3.04, p= 
.088, ηp2 = .066. 
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that children endorsed different 
attributions based on the race of the child described in the vignette. See Figure 3. For 
example, participants gave accidental attributions for misbehavior (e.g., “[He] may have 
accidentally hit it off”) more frequently when the child was White than when he was 
Black. Additionally, attributions relating to being bad (e.g., “Maybe because he's a bad 
kid and just wasn't nice”) was mentioned by 5 participants when the child was Black, but 
only by 3 participants when the child was White. Similarly, wanting to impress peers 
(e.g., “So he could show off”) was mentioned by 15 participants when the child was 
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Black, but 11 participants when the child was White. Wanting to impress peers was also 
the most frequently mentioned attribution for both Black and White children.  
3.1.4 Refusing to run 
Results revealed there was no main effect of attributions for misbehavior, nor was 
there a main effect of the race of the child in the vignette or a significant interaction 
between attribution type and participant race. Additionally, there was no main effect of 
participant race. However, there was a significant three-way interaction between 
attribution type, race of the child in the vignette, and participant race, F (1,43) = 1.59, p = 
.080, ηp2 = .069. Tests of simple effects indicated that, when the vignette described a 
White child, participants who were not Black endorsed significantly more situational 
attributions than dispositional attributions for misbehavior, F (1,43) = 3.56, p = .066, ηp2 
= .076. This relationship was not seen for Black participants nor when the child described 
was Black.  
Interestingly, results from qualitative analyses suggested that attributions for 
refusing to run were more similar for White and Black children in this vignette than the 
other three vignettes. See Figure 4. For example, accidental attributions for misbehavior 
(e.g., “Maybe he didn't get enough sleep that night”) was mentioned by 11 participants 
when the child was White and when the child was Black. However, wanting to impress 
peers (e.g., “Because he thought he was cool and wanted to teach other kids to be bad by 
being cool”) was only brought up when the child described was Black, and was only 
discussed by one participant. Additionally, some patterns were reversed in this vignette. 
For example, attributions relating to being bad (e.g., “He doesn't want to listen to the 
teacher”) was mentioned more frequently when the child was White than when the child 
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was Black. Regardless of the race of the misbehaving child, accidental reasoning was the 
most frequently mentioned attribution.  
Attributions for Disciplinary Action 
To investigate my third research question about whether the race/ethnicity of a 
child being disciplined at school impacts attributions for disciplinary actions, and if this is 
moderated by participant race, I conducted a 2 (race of disciplined child: Black or White) 
x 6 (attribution for discipline: boys like him are troublemakers, teacher had a hard day, it 
would make the class behave better, teacher was in a bad mood, the child’s race/skin 
color, and boys like him will do something worse if not punished) x 2 (race/ethnicity of 
participant: Black children or all other children) mixed ANOVA, with the race of the 
child in the vignette and the race of participant as the between-subjects factors. These 
analyses were conducted separately for each vignette and means are reported in Tables 6, 
7, 8 and 9. I hypothesized a significant interaction between attribution type and race of 
child in vignette, such that participants would be more likely to attribute discipline to 
teacher discrimination and stereotypic beliefs about the child (e.g., “Boys like him are 
troublemakers”) when the child is Black than when the child is White. I also 
hypothesized a three-way interaction between the variables, such that Black participants 
would be more likely to attribute the teacher’s actions to discrimination when the child is 
Black than when the child is White.  
3.1.5 Vignette 1: Writing on the wall 
Results revealed a significant main effect of attribution type, F (5,43) =2.63; p =.033, ηp2 
= .058. Pairwise comparisons revealed that the classroom management attribution was 
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endorsed the most frequently and was endorsed significantly more than the attribution of 
teacher’s mood (which was the least endorsed explanation), p=.044.  
Results also revealed a significant interaction between attribution type and race of 
the child in the vignette, F(5,43) =1.97; p =.097, ηp2 = .044. Tests of simple effects 
indicated that the attribution of teacher discrimination and the attribution of teacher’s fear 
of worsening behavior were significantly different based on the race of the child in the 
vignette. As hypothesized, when the child was Black (M = 2.32; 95% CI [1.82, 2.81], 
participants endorsed the discrimination attribution more than when the child was White 
(M =1.14; 95% CI [.450, 1.84]), F(1,43) =7.66, p =.008, ηp2 = .151. When the child was 
White (M =3.10; 95% CI [1.887, 4.303]), participants endorsed the attribution that the 
teacher feared worsening behavior more than when the child was Black (M =1.72; 
95% CI [.847, 2.587]), F(1,43) =3.49, p =.069, ηp2 = .075. Other attributions did not 
differ based on the race of the child in the vignette. 
Results also revealed a significant interaction between attribution type and 
participant race, F(5,43) =1.97; p =.097, ηp2 = .044. This was subsumed by a significant 
three-way interaction between attribution type, race of child in vignette, and race of 
participant, F(5,43) =2.92; p =.021, ηp2 = .063. Tests of simple effects indicated that 
endorsement of the attribution for teacher discrimination was different depending on the 
race of the child in the vignette only for Black participants, F(1,43) =9.24; p =.004, ηp2 = 
.177. As hypothesized, Black participants attributed discipline to discrimination only 
when the child described was Black. Tests of simple effects also indicated that Black 
participants were more likely to endorse the attribution that the teacher feared worsening 
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behavior when the child was White compared to Black, F(1,43) =4.37, p =.042, ηp2 = 
.092. 
Results from qualitative analyses were similar to quantitative analysis, in that few 
differences were found based on the race of the child in the vignette. See Figure 5. For 
example, attributions regarding patterns of misbehavior (e.g., “He's done it multiple 
times”) were mentioned by 6 participants when the child was Black and 6 participants 
when the child was White. Additionally, an equal number of participants mentioned 
teacher’s emotions as attributions for misbehavior (e.g., “Mr. Mason was annoyed 
because Ricky kept writing on the wall and Mr. Mason got tired of it”). This attribution 
was the least endorsed and was endorsed by only 2 participants. There was one important 
difference based on the race of the child described; punitive attributions (e.g., “He did 
something bad”) were mentioned more frequently when the child was Black than when 
the child was White. Fifteen participants described punitive attributions when the child 
was Black, but only 12 participants mentioned these types of attributions when the child 
was White. Additionally, racial discrimination (e.g., “He was Black”) was only 
mentioned when the child was Black.  
3.1.6 Vignette 2: Disrupting class 
Results revealed that there was no main effect of attribution type, nor was there an 
interaction between attribution type and race of the child in the vignette, or a three-way 
interaction between attribution type, race of child in the vignette, and race of participant. 
Additionally, there was no main effect of the race of child in the vignette or participant 
race, nor was there a significant interaction.  
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Results from qualitative analyses were similar to quantitative analyses, in that few 
differences were found based on the race of the child in the vignette. See Figure 6. For 
example, behavior cessation (e.g., “Because he kept on disturbing the class which 
might've made them not look at their work and make a mistake”) was mentioned by 10 
participants when the child was Black and by 9 participants when the child was White. 
An additional 13 participants mentioned punitive attributions (e.g., “Because when Mr. 
Jackson said to sit down, he didn't sit down”) when the child White, and 11 participants 
mentioned punitive attributions when the child was Black. However, an important 
exception emerged: twice the number of participants reported the child was punished 
because of a pattern of misbehavior (e.g., “he had done it multiple times”) when the child 
was White than when the child was Black.  
3.1.7 Vignette 3: Breaking a mug 
Results revealed that there was no main effect of attribution type, nor was there an 
interaction between attribution type and race of the child in the vignette, or a three-way 
interaction between attribution of discipline, the race of child in the vignette, and race of 
participant. Additionally, there was no main effect of the race of the child in the vignette 
or participant race, nor was there a significant interaction.  
Results from qualitative analyses were similar to quantitative analyses, in that few 
differences were found based on the race of the child in the vignette. See Figure 7. 
However, similar to research with adults, a pattern of misbehavior (e.g., “Because he 
would do it again and again”) was mentioned more frequently when the child was Black 
than when the child was White; 5 times compared to 3 times respectively. Additionally, 
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the most endorsed reason for the discipline was punitive (e.g., “Because he broke one of 
the teacher's items”), regardless of the race of the child described. Lastly, attributions to 
teacher’s emotions (e.g., “Because maybe the mug that he broke was a very special mug 
and maybe her mom gave it to her for her birthday”) were mentioned by 2 participants 
when the child was White, and by only 1 when the child was Black.  
3.1.8 Vignette 4: Refusing to run  
Results revealed there was no main effect of attribution type, nor was there an 
interaction between attribution and the race of the child in the vignette, or a three-way 
interaction between attribution of discipline, the race of child in the vignette, and race of 
participant. Additionally, there was no main effect of the race of the child in the vignette 
or participant race, nor was there a significant interaction.  
Results from qualitative analyses indicated some small differences in attributions, 
based on the race of the child in the vignette. Similar to research with adults, participants 
gave attributions relating to a pattern of misbehavior (e.g., “Maybe because every day he 
didn't want to run laps and said no to the teacher”) when the child was Black, but did not 
mention this attribution as frequently when the child was White. Specifically, 7 
participants mentioned a pattern of misbehavior when the child was Black; 5 participants 
mentioned it when the child was White. Additionally, participants more frequently 
mentioned punitive reasoning (e.g., “He did something wrong”) for the punishment of 
White children than for Black children. Punitive reasoning was also the most endorsed 
reasoning, regardless of the race of the child in the vignette. Specifically, 18 participants 
mentioned punitive reasoning when the child was White, and 15 participants mentioned it 
when the child was Black. Lastly, the same number of participants (n = 2) mentioned 
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health improvement as attributions for discipline (e.g., “So he could be a healthier 
person”) when the child was White and when the child was Black.  
Perceived Fairness of Teachers Discipline 
To investigate whether children’s perceptions of fairness were impacted by the 
race of the child in the vignette, and if this was moderated by participants own race, I 
conducted a 2 (race of disciplined child: Black or White) x 2 (race/ethnicity of 
participant: Black children or all other children) ANOVA, with ratings of fairness as the 
dependent variable. I hypothesized that Black participants would be more likely to rate 
the action of the teacher as unfair when the child was Black than when the child was 
White. However, other participants would make fair attributions for the teacher’s actions, 
regardless of the race of the child being disciplined.  
3.1.9 Vignette 1:Writing on the wall 
Results indicated there was a significant main effect of the race of the child 
disciplined, F(1,43) = 2.96, p =.093, ηp2 = .064. Ratings of fairness were lower when the 
child in the vignette was Black (M =3.48, SD =1.58 ) than when the child was White (M 
= 3.95, SD = 1.46). However, there was not a significant main effect of participant race, 
nor was there a significant interaction.  
 Results from qualitative analyses suggested that there were differing explanations 
for the fairness of being suspended based on the child’s race in the vignette. See Figure 9. 
For example, when the child was Black more participants said the punishment was fair 
due to a pattern of misbehavior (e.g., “Because that's what you should do if you don't 
listen to a teacher the first time”) than when the child was White. Additionally, the 
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punishment being fair due to punitive reasoning (e.g., “He's a bad naughty kid”) was 
mentioned by 15 participants when the child was White but was only mentioned by 8 
participants when the child was Black. Interestingly, almost twice as many participants 
said that the punishment was unfair because another child was not punished (e.g., 
“Because that one kid got suspended but the other didn't”) when the child was Black than 
when the child was White. Additionally, racial discrimination (e.g., “If you have different 
color skin doesn't mean you should be separated from everyone else”) was mentioned by 
only one participant, when describing why the punishment was unfair when the child 
described was Black.  
3.1.10 Vignette 2: Disrupting class 
Results indicated there was no significant main effect of the race of the child 
disciplined, nor was there a significant main effect of participant race on ratings of 
fairness. Additionally, there was no significant interaction.  
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that there were differing explanations 
for the fairness of being suspended based on the child’s race in the vignette. See Figure 
10. For example, more participants mentioned punitive reasoning as an explanation for 
fairness (e.g., “You're not supposed to do that and he did it on purpose”) when the child 
was Black than when the child was White. However, when the child was White, more 
participants mentioned that another child did not received the same harsh punishment as 
an explanation for the unfairness of being suspended (e.g., “He did the same thing as 
Justin, so wouldn't he receive the same punishment?”). Specifically, 14 participants 
mentioned this reasoning when the child was White; however, this was only mentioned 
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by one participant when the child was Black. Lastly, racial discrimination was not 
mentioned by any participants.  
3.1.11 Vignette 3: Breaking a mug 
Results indicated there was a significant main effect of the race of the child 
disciplined, F(1,43) = 3.24, p =.079, ηp2 = .070. Ratings of fairness were lower when the 
child in the vignette was Black (M =3.36, SD =1.60) than when the child was White (M 
= 3.55, SD = 1.50). This was subsumed by a significant interaction between race of the 
child disciplined and race of participant, F(1,43) = 3.42, p =.071, ηp2 = .074. As 
hypothesized, tests of simple effects indicated that Black participant’s fairness ratings 
were lower when the child disciplined was Black, compared to White, F(1,43) = 3.53, p 
=.067, ηp2 = .076. Non-Black participant’s fairness ratings were similar for White and 
Black children.  
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that there were differing explanations 
for the fairness of being suspended based on the child’s race in the vignette. See Figure 
11. For example, when the child was White more participants mentioned punitive 
reasoning as an explanation for the fairness of being suspended (e.g., “Because he ran up 
and threw something”) than when the child was Black. Additionally, when the child was 
Black more participants mentioned that another child did not received the same 
punishment as an explanation for the unfairness of being suspended (e.g., “The other boy 
should have gotten punished too. Why did only Jacob get punished?”). Specifically, 13 
participants mentioned this reasoning when the child was Black, but only 5 mentioned it 
when the child was White. This pattern was opposite of explanations for fairness in the 
vignette describing disruptive behavior. Lastly, only one participant mentioned racial 
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discrimination (e.g., “I think since he (Jacob) is Black and he (Ryan) is White, they 
shouldn't be getting different treatment”) and this was mentioned only when the child was 
Black.  
3.1.12 Vignette 4: Refusing to run  
Results indicated there was no significant main effect of the race of the child 
disciplined, nor was there a significant main effect of participant race on ratings of 
fairness. Additionally, there was no significant interaction.  
Results from qualitative analyses suggested that there were differing explanations 
for the fairness of being suspended based on the child’s race in the vignette. See Figure 
12. For example, when the child was White, more participants mentioned punitive 
reasoning as an explanation for the fairness of being suspended (e.g., “He deserved to be 
punished and was doing things he wasn't supposed to”). Specifically, only 8 participants 
mentioned this reasoning when the child was Black; however, 13 mentioned it when the 
child was White. Additionally, when the child was White more participants mentioned 
that another child did not received the same harsh punishment as an explanation for the 
fairness of being suspended (e.g., “Because Lance did it too but he didn't get 
suspended”). Lastly, racial discrimination (e.g., “Because… if the other kid was a 
different ethnicity they should get the same punishment their ethnicity shouldn't matter”) 
was only mentioned by 1 participant and was only mentioned when the child was Black. 
Cognitive Development  
To investigate my final research question, regarding the role of cognitive 
development on perceptions of disproportionate discipline, I conducted hierarchical 
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multiple regressions to assess if cognitive development is a predictor of (a) attributions of 
misbehavior, (b) attributions of discrimination, and (c) ratings of fairness, over and above 
age. These analyses were conducted for vignettes in which the child was Black, as these 
vignettes described disproportionate discipline. Age was entered in the first block, then 
the interpretive theory of mind score was entered in the second block. To investigate if 
classification skills impacted perceptions, above and beyond age and interpretative theory 
of mind, the classification skills score was entered in the third block. Interpretive theory 
of mind was entered prior to classification skills because mastery of interpretive theory of 
mind is achieved when children are between seven and eight (Carpendale & Chandler, 
1996); however, classification skills may not be fully developed until children are 
between seven and ten (Desprels-Fraysse, 1985; Killen et al., 2015). Results are 
described below for each vignette and separated into the main dependent variables of 
interest: (a) dispositional and situational attributions for misbehavior, (b) attributions for 
discipline, and (c) perceptions of fairness.  
3.1.13 Attributions for child’s misbehavior 
Results revealed that cognitive development did not predict attributions for 
misbehavior, either dispositional or situational, in the vignettes about disrupting the class, 
breaking a mug, or refusing to run. See Table 10 and Table 11.  
In the vignette about writing on the wall, in Model 1, with only age entered in the 
model, age was a significant predictor of dispositional attributes for misbehavior, p=.015, 
such that a one year increase in age was associated with a .501 decrease in dispositional 
attributions. When interpretive theory of mind was entered into the model in Model 2, the 
overall model was significant, p = .055. While age was still a significant predictor (p 
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=.019), interpretive theory of mind also significantly predicted dispositional attributions 
for Black children’s misbehavior. Controlling for age, participants with more advanced 
interpretive theory of mind ability were less likely to attribute Black children’s 
misbehavior to dispositional reasons than children with less advanced cognitive abilities. 
When classification skills were entered into the model, the overall model was no longer 
significant, p = .116. 
3.1.14 Attributions for teacher’s discrimination 
Results revealed that cognitive development did not predict attributions of 
discrimination in the vignettes about disrupting the class or refusing to run. See Table 12. 
Significant results are detailed below.  
In the vignette about writing on the wall, when interpretive theory of mind was 
entered into the model in Model 2, the overall model was significant, p =.068. 
Controlling for age, interpretive theory of mind was a significant predictor of attributions 
of discrimination, such that a one-point increase in interpretive theory of mind was 
associated with a .452 point increase in attributing discipline to discrimination, p =.033. 
In other words, participants with more advanced interpretive theory of mind ability were 
more likely to attribute the teacher’s discipline of a Black child writing on the wall to 
discrimination than children with less advanced cognitive abilities. When classification 
skills were entered into the model, the overall model was no longer significant, p =.154.  
In vignette about breaking the mug, when interpretive theory of mind was entered 
into the model in Model 2, the overall model was significant, p =.083. Age was not a 
significant predictor; however, interpretive theory of mind was a significant predictor, 
such that a one-point increase in interpretive theory of mind was associated with a .466 
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point increase in attributing discipline to discrimination, p =.030. As above, participants 
with more advanced interpretive theory of mind ability were more likely to attribute the 
discipline of a Black child who broke a mug to discrimination than children with less 
advanced cognitive abilities. When classification skills were entered into the model, the 
overall model was no longer significant, p =.153. 
3.1.15 Perceptions of fairness 
Results revealed that cognitive development did not predict fairness ratings in the 
vignettes about writing on the wall, breaking a mug, or refusing to run. See Table 13. 
Significant results are detailed below.  
In the vignette about disrupting the class, when age was entered in the model in 
Model 1, it was a significant predictor of fairness ratings, p=.073. A one-year increase in 
age was associated with a .421 point decrease in ratings of fairness. When interpretive 
theory of mind was entered into the model in Model 2, the overall model was no longer 
significant, p = .147. However, when classification skills were entered into the model in 
Model 3, the overall model was significant, p = .059. Classification skills positively 
predicted ratings of fairness, such that a one-point increase in classification skills was 
associated with a .438 increase in fairness ratings, p =.081. In other words, participants 
with more advanced classification skills were more likely to perceive discipline of a 
Black child to be fair, than children with less advanced cognitive abilities. 
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Table 2: Vignette 1 Writing on The Wall: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Misbehavior 
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 
1. Tired 1.85 (1.08) -   
2. Bad kid 2.30 (1.08) -.036 -  
3. Bad luck 1.87 (1.06) .287** .205 - 
4. Never listens 2.15 (1.22) -.065 .147 -.222+ 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
 
 
Table 3: Vignette 2 Disrupting the Class: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Misbehavior 
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 
1. Tired 1.91 (1.16) -   
2. Bad kid 2.43 (1.25) -.140 -  
3. Bad luck 1.67 (.96) .227+ .213+ - 
4. Never listens 1.77 (1.09) -.137 .444** .109 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 4: Vignette 3 Breaking a Mug: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Misbehavior 
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 
1. Tired 1.36 (.67) -   
2. Bad kid 2.19 (1.30) .143 -  
3. Bad luck 1.53(.97) .197 .365** - 
4. Never listens 1.89 (1.01) -.167 .517** .192 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
 
Table 5: Vignette 4 Refusing to Run: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Misbehavior 
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 
1. Tired 2.57 (1.19) -   
2. Bad kid 1.96 (1.18) .018 -  
3. Bad luck 1.49 (.91) .137 .346** - 
4. Never listens 1.57 (.97) .234+ .363** .214+ 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 6:Vignette 1 Writing on The Wall: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Discipline  
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Troublemaker child 2.15 (1.16) -     
2. Teacher’s hard day 1.89 (1.09) .064 -    
3. Classroom management 2.19 (1.23)a .178 .032 -   
4. Teacher’s mood 1.55 (.85)a .178 .509** .104 -  
5. Racial discrimination 1.30 (.81) .021 .012 .139 -.150 - 
6. Worsening behavior 2.30 (1.20) -.080 .125 .064 .048 -.162 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
Means that share a subscript significantly differ from each other 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 7: Vignette 2 Disrupting the class: Correlations and mean endorsements for 
attributions for discipline  
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Troublemaker child 1.83 (1.11)a -     
2. Teacher’s hard day 1.68 (.98)b .129 -    
3. Classroom management 2.62 (1.26)a,b,c .185 .409** -   
4. Teacher’s mood 1.40 (.74)c,d -.073 .570** .216+ -  
5. Racial discrimination 1.19 (.45)a,b -.108 -.056 -.175 -.041 - 
6. Worsening behavior 2.43(1.25)a,b,d .462** .238 .327** .139 -.149 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true). 
Means that share a subscript significantly differ from each other 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 8: Vignette 3 Breaking A Mug: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Discipline  
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Troublemaker child 1.72 (1.08)a 
 
-     
2. Teacher’s hard day 1.57 (.95)b 
 
.180 -    
3. Classroom 
management 
2.21 (1.18)c 
 
.424** .083 -   
4. Teacher’s mood 1.47 (.83)c,d 
 
.196 .644** .385** -  
5. Racial discrimination 1.23 (.67)c,e 
 
-.120 -.183 .101 -.163 - 
6. Worsening behavior 2.45 
(1.30)a,b,d,e 
 
.401** -.019 .434** .245* .128 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true) 
Means that share a subscript significantly differ from each other 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
 
 
Table 9: Vignette 4 Refusing to Run: Correlations and Mean Endorsements for 
Attributions for Discipline  
Item M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Troublemaker child 1.60 (.99)a -     
2. Teacher’s hard day 1.62 (.92)b .350** -    
3. Classroom management 2.34 (1.32)a,b,c .422** .341** -   
4. Teacher’s mood 1.51 (.78)c,d .358** .674** .250* -  
5. Racial discrimination 1.28(.74)c,e .302** .126 .167 .089 - 
6. Worsening behavior 2.30 (1.28)a,b,d,e .49** .264* .489** .324* .140 
Note: attributions ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true) 
Means that share a subscript significantly differ from each other 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 10: Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Cognitive Development Predicting 
Dispositional Attributions for Misbehavior 
Vignette β R2 Δ R2 
Vignette 1: Writing on the Wall    
Step 1: Age -.501** .251 - 
Step 2: TOM -.203 .251 .001 
Step 3: Classification -.109 .261 .010 
Vignette 2: Disrupting the Class    
Step 1: Age .221 .049 .049 
Step 2: TOM .185 .078 .029 
Step 3: Classification .175 .097 .019 
Vignette 3: Breaking a Mug    
Step 1: Age -.273 .075 - 
Step 2: TOM .104 .085 .011 
Step 3: Classification -.213 .124 .039 
Vignette 4: Refusing to Run    
Step 1: Age .258 .067 - 
Step 2: TOM -.426 .077 .010 
Step 3: Classification -.433 .088 .011 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 11: Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Cognitive Development Predicting 
Situational Attributions for Misbehavior 
Vignette β R2 Δ R2 
Vignette 1: Writing on the Wall    
Step 1: Age .077 .006 - 
Step 2: TOM -.333+ .115 .106+ 
Step 3: Classification .023 .115 <.001 
Vignette 2: Disrupting the Class    
Step 1: Age -.096 .009 - 
Step 2: TOM -.060 .013 .003 
Step 3: Classification -.226 .052 .040 
Vignette 3: Breaking a Mug    
Step 1: Age -.151 .023 - 
Step 2: TOM -.217 .069 .046 
Step 3: Classification .117 .080 .012 
Vignette 4: Refusing to Run    
Step 1: Age .076 .006 - 
Step 2: TOM -.376+ .141 .135+ 
Step 3: Classification -.363+ .243 .102+ 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 12: Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Cognitive Development Predicting 
Attributions of Teacher’s Discrimination 
Vignette β R2 Δ R2 
Vignette 1: Writing on the Wall    
Step 1: Age .187 .035 - 
Step 2: TOM .124** .235 .200** 
Step 3: Classification -.037 .236 .001 
Vignette 2: Disrupting the Class    
Step 1: Age -.042 .002 - 
Step 2: TOM .090 .009 .008 
Step 3: Classification -.620** .307 .298** 
Vignette 3: Breaking a Mug    
Step 1: Age .085 .007 - 
Step 2: TOM .466** .221 .213** 
Step 3: Classification .138 .237 .530 
Vignette 4: Refusing to Run    
Step 1: Age .441* .195 - 
Step 2: TOM .050 .197 .002 
Step 3: Classification .554 .213 .016 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
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Table 13: Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Cognitive Development Predicting 
Perceptions of Fairness 
Vignette β R2 Δ R2 
Vignette 1: Writing on the Wall    
Step 1: Age -.230 .053 - 
Step 2: TOM .175 .083 .030 
Step 3: Classification .123 .096 .013 
Vignette 2: Disrupting the Class    
Step 1: Age -.421* .177 - 
Step 2: TOM .194 .213 .036 
Step 3: Classification .438 .362 .149* 
Vignette 3: Breaking a Mug    
Step 1: Age -.433** .187 - 
Step 2: TOM -.061 .191 .004 
Step 3: Classification -.005 .191 <.001 
Vignette 4: Refusing to Run    
Step 1: Age -.372+ .138 - 
Step 2: TOM .181 .169 .031 
Step 3: Classification .019 .170 <.001 
+p<.15, *p < .10, **p < .05 
  
54 
 
 
Figure 1: Attributions for misbehavior of writing on the wall 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 2: Attributions for misbehavior of disrupting the class 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette. 
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Figure 3: Attributions for misbehavior of breaking a mug 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 4: Attributions for misbehavior of refusing to run 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
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Figure 5: Attributions for discipline for writing on the wall 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 6: Attributions for discipline for disrupting the class 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
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Figure 7: Attributions for discipline for breaking a mug 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 8: Attributions for discipline for refusing to run 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
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Figure 9: Explanation for fairness, for writing on the wall 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 10: Explanation for fairness, for disrupting the class 
 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
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Figure 11: Explanation for fairness, for breaking a mug 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
 
Figure 12: Explanation for fairness, for refusing to run 
 
Note: The figure depicts frequencies, and some responses were categorized into more 
than one attribution. The race presented is the race of the child in the vignette 
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 DISCUSSION 
The current study sought to understand, using an experimental paradigm, how 
children in elementary school perceive disproportionate discipline. Overall, quantitative 
and qualitative results suggested that children in middle childhood perceive 
disproportionate discipline, but the type of misbehavior and participant’s own race were 
important moderators of perceptions of misbehaving children and perceptions of 
discipline. Black children were more likely to be perceived as culpable for their 
misbehavior and less likely to be perceived as accidentally misbehaving compared to 
White children. Additionally, children’s cognitive development seemed to inform their 
perceptions of teacher discrimination.  
First, the current study examined if children hold racial stereotypes regarding 
good and misbehaving students. Contrary to my hypothesis, most children in this sample 
did not explicitly endorse stereotypes about Black students as troublemakers. However, 
children did show stereotypical responses regarding who are good students, in that no one 
(including Black participants) indicated Black students were the prototypical good 
students.  
The current study also investigated attributions for White and Black children’s 
misbehavior. Contrary to my hypothesis, attributions for misbehavior of Black children 
did not reflect stereotypes of Black children as troublemakers in quantitative analyses, in 
three out of the four vignettes. However, as hypothesized, qualitative analyses of 
attributions for misbehavior were different for White and Black children and reflected 
racial stereotypes relating to misbehavior. For example, in three out of the four vignettes, 
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attributions relating to being a bad child were mentioned more frequently when the child 
was Black than when the child was White. Additionally, in the scenario of a child writing 
on the wall, accidental attributions were only mentioned when the child was White, and 
being a bad child was only mentioned when the child was Black. Furthermore, accidental 
attributions were mentioned more frequently when the child was White than when he was 
Black. Thus, attributions replicated patterns found in adults, in that children perceived 
Black children’s misbehavior as a reflection of their “bad” disposition and White 
children’s misbehavior as accidental (Ferguson, 2000; Goff et al., 2014; Rowley et al., 
2014; Welch & Payne, 2010).  
The only vignette that did not elicit differences in accidental attributions for a 
White or Black child was the scenario depicting a child refusing to run. In this vignette, 
accidental attributions were mentioned equally as frequently for Black and White 
children’s misbehavior. Additionally, quantitative analyses of responses to this vignette 
indicated that non-Black participants endorsed more situational attributions than 
dispositional attributions for the misbehavior of a White child only. These results suggest 
that children’s own race/ethnicity may impact their perceptions of misbehavior of White 
children. This vignette also describes a misbehavior that may be perceived as extremely 
ambiguous. Thus, when witnessing ambiguous situations that can have multiple 
subjective evaluations, non-Black children may not perceive White children to be at fault 
for these types of misbehaviors. Past research has also found that in some ambiguous 
situations children do not endorse attributions that rely on racial stereotypes, but they do 
express racial bias in other ways, such as friendship selection (McGlothlin, Killen, & 
Edmonds, 2005). Results from the current study suggest that more research is needed to 
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understand how children respond to ambiguous misbehavior and specifically what types 
of misbehavior elicit attributions relying on racial stereotypes. Furthermore, although 
Black and White teachers have been shown to endorse the stereotype that Black children 
misbehave and are more culpable for their misbehavior (e.g., Okonofua & Eberhardt, 
2015), results from this study suggest that children in elementary school may not endorse 
these same stereotypes. However, they may be more likely to attribute contextual factors 
to the misbehavior of White children, but do not give Black children the same “benefit of 
the doubt.” This finding may also reflect White children’s in-group preference, since the 
majority of non-Black children in this sample were White. Hence, White children in 
particular may have perceived same race/ethnicity children as less at fault for their 
misbehavior, which is why this effect was only present when the child in the vignette was 
White.  
Another aim of the current study was to examine if children perceive 
disproportionate discipline as discrimination. As hypothesized, participants were more 
likely to attribute discipline to racial discrimination when the child described was Black, 
suggesting that children do perceive disproportionate discipline as discriminatory. This 
effect was driven by Black participants and is consistent with past research suggesting 
that marginalized children are often aware of stereotypes and discrimination before their 
less marginalized peers (e.g., McKown & Weinstein, 2003). However, in qualitative 
analyses of attributions for discipline, discrimination was infrequently mentioned. For 
example, racial discrimination was only mentioned twice and was only mentioned after 
vignettes describing objective misbehavior. Infrequent attributions of discrimination in 
open-ended responses may reflect that discrimination was not a salient or plausible 
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attribution for disciplinary actions. However, reasoning relating to a child needing to be 
punished for misbehaving and punishment as a strategy to stop misbehavior appeared 
much more frequently than discrimination. Attributions relating to teacher mood were 
also infrequent. The infrequent mention of discrimination or other teacher bias (such as 
being mad at a student) may be due to children’s high trust in authority figures and the 
tendency to judge most authority figures as fair (Laupa & Turiel, 1986). Furthermore, 
when asked why the teacher punished the child the most endorsed reasoning, across all 
vignettes and regardless of the race of the child described, was that the child did 
something wrong or against the rules, so the teacher punished him. This may reflect 
children’s belief in teachers as a fair arbitrators of justice and enforcers of the rules. 
Future research should investigate the developmental trends of perceiving 
disproportionate discipline and perceptions of teacher fairness, particularly as they relate 
to more advanced reasoning about morality and fairness.  
Qualitative analyses also suggested that attributions for discipline were similar for 
Black and White children, with some notable exceptions. For example, reasoning relating 
to the child repeatedly misbehaving was mentioned more frequently when the child was 
Black than when he was White. In this way, children’s explanations for the harsh 
punishment were similar to explanations that have been found in research with teachers. 
Teachers are also more likely to describe a pattern of misbehavior as reasoning for 
punishing Black children, compared to White children (Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2016; 
Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015).  
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This study also investigated if perceptions of fairness for discipline varied by the 
race of the child described. When responding to objective misbehavior (e.g., writing on 
the wall and breaking a mug), participants more frequently mentioned that the 
punishment was not fair because another child was not suspended when the child was 
Black than when he was White. However, this pattern was reversed for subjective 
misbehaviors (e.g., disrupting the class and refusing to run). Additionally, participants 
rated the punishment as less fair for Black children than for White children, only in 
objective vignettes. These results mirror patterns of disproportionate discipline 
documented in schools, such that disproportionate discipline is more common when the 
misbehavior is subjective (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010; Heilbrun & 
Cornell, 2015; Skiba et. al., 2002; Vavrus & Cole, 2002). Thus, children may not 
perceive racial differences in discipline as unfair when the behavior is subjective, as this 
is a common occurrence at their schools. Incidences of disproportionate discipline are 
widespread across K-12 and many students may see Black children being punished for 
subjective and ambiguous misbehaviors more so than White children (Bradshaw et al., 
2010; Heilbrun & Cornell, 2015; Skiba et al., 2002). Thus, students may assume the 
teacher’s judgement in these situations is fair due to its common occurrence. However, 
when the behavior is objective children may be more likely to notice racial differences in 
punishment, because the misbehavior is less ambiguous. For example, writing on the wall 
is clearly breaking classroom rules and destroying school property. Thus, when one child 
is punished more severely than another, children may be more likely to question the 
fairness of the discipline. However, getting up and walking around the classroom may be 
seen as purposefully disobedient or just a common mild distraction. Thus, when one child 
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is punished more severely than another in ambiguous situations, children may be more 
likely to trust the teacher’s interpretation of who deserves harsher punishments. 
Alternatively, differential responses to each vignette may be a byproduct of the specific 
behaviors described in this study.  
Another key contribution of this study was investigating the role of cognitive 
development in perceptions of disproportionate discipline. As hypothesized, children 
with more advanced interpretative theory of mind were less likely to attribute the 
misbehavior of Black children to reasons reflecting stereotypes of Black children as 
poorly behaved (e.g., he is a bad kid) and were more likely to attribute the discipline of 
Black children to discrimination. These findings replicate past research, suggesting that a 
more advanced interpretative theory of mind is related to less endorsement of stereotypes 
and more frequent perceptions of discrimination (Brown & Bigler, 2005; Brown et al., 
2012; McKown & Weinstein, 2003). However, this pattern was not seen in all vignettes; 
instead, this only emerged when the vignettes described objective misbehavior. This 
replicates patterns of disproportionate discipline children witness in school (Heilbrun & 
Cornell, 2015; Skiba et al., 2002). Children frequently see Black students punished more 
than White students for subjective misbehaviors. Hence, regardless of their cognitive 
development, they may perceive disproportionate discipline in these situations as just a 
normal part of school life. However, this pattern is not as frequent in objective 
misbehaviors, such as vandalism. Thus, when children see disproportionate discipline in 
these situations, they may be more likely to attribute it to discrimination. Future research 
should investigate the ways that particular misbehaviors moderate the role of cognitive 
development on perceptions of discrimination, and if this changes across development.  
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I also investigated the role of classification skills on perceptions of 
disproportionate discipline and found that they only impacted perceptions of fairness. 
This relationship was seen only when the vignette described disruptive behavior and was 
not in the hypothesized direction. Why more advanced classification skills were 
associated with perceiving disproportionate discipline as more fair is not clear. This 
finding contradicts past research (Abrams., et al., 2008; 2009) and may be a reflection of 
my particular sample. Alternatively, my results may suggest that classification skills 
relate to acceptance of authority figures (such as teachers) as fair. The exact reasoning for 
this relationship is unclear and the impact of classification skills on perceptions of 
fairness should be further investigated.  
Throughout this study quantitative and qualitative results sometimes suggested 
differing conclusions. For example, attributions for discrimination were present in 
quantitative analysis and suggested children may attribute disproportionate discipline to 
racial discrimination. However, attributions of discrimination were infrequent in open-
ended responses. This discrepancy may be due to the ability of qualitative findings to 
reflect more nuanced attributions and reasoning from children, than can be captured in 
the quantitative measures used. Furthermore, this study is the first, to my knowledge, to 
investigate perceptions of disproportionate discipline from children in middle childhood. 
Thus, investigating what attributions are initially salient, without prompting from the 
researcher, is important to fully understand children’s perceptions. On the other hand, 
responses to quantitative measures assessed children’s agreement with attributions 
commonly endorsed by adults and older children. Future research would greatly benefit 
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from qualitative approaches and should incorporate findings from qualitive work in the 
development of quantitative measures.  
 
Limitations and future directions 
As with all research, this study also has some limitations. An important limitation 
of the current research was the small sample size and overrepresentation of White 
children. Hence, all findings should be interpreted with caution. In addition, this study 
was underpowered to detect small to medium effects in ANOVA and regression analyses. 
To address this limitation, I aim to recruit more participants and conduct all analyses 
again once original anticipated n (n =200) is recruited.  
I also only investigated perceptions of disproportionate discipline towards Black 
boys. Although this group experiences the highest risk for disproportionate discipline, 
Black girls, Latino boys, and Native American boys are also at high risk of experiencing 
more discipline than their White peers (Annamma et al., 2016). Black girls also have the 
fastest growing suspension rate of any group of students; furthermore, some research 
suggests that Black girls and Native American students may be experiencing 
disproportionate discipline at rates similar to that of Black boys (Brown & Di Tillio, 
2013; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Greene et al., 2020). Hence, it is important for future 
research to explore children’s understanding of disproportionate discipline towards these 
groups of students.  
 Lastly, other contextual factors may impact children’s perceptions of 
disproportionate discipline. For example, in this study the teacher in all of the vignettes 
was pictured as White; however, future research should investigate the if teacher’s race 
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impacts attributions. Previous research has found that children are most likely to detect 
discrimination when the teachers’ race/ethnicity does not match the child’s (Brown, 
2006). However, research suggests that White and Black teachers engage in 
disproportionate discipline at similar rates (Pigott & Cowen, 2000). Therefore, the ways 
that teacher’s race/ethnicity impacts children’s perceptions of discipline is still unknown. 
Another contextual factor that should be investigated is the severity of the punishment. 
Black children are more likely to receive stricter punishments, compared to their White 
peers (Skiba, 2000); hence, the type of punishment may also impact children’s 
perceptions of both teacher’s actions and the child being punished. Lastly, many children 
across the country are currently attending school virtually; thus, the ways that discipline 
is implemented in a virtual classroom and how this impacts perceptions should be 
explored.  
Implications 
The current research suggests that children do perceive disproportionate discipline 
and recognize it as a form of racial discrimination. Furthermore, Black children make 
these attributions more so than their peers. This study also suggests that children in 
elementary school perceive Black children as more culpable for misbehavior, than White 
children. Children’s perceptions of other types of discrimination greatly impact their 
school involvement, school belonging, and educational outcomes (Brown & Chu, 2012; 
Faricloth & Hamm, 2005). Previous research also suggests that low expectations for 
children and discrimination against children of color also may result in internalized 
negative academic beliefs about themselves (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Similarly, 
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perceptions of disproportionate discipline may impact children’s beliefs about themselves 
as well as beliefs about and treatment of their peers. The current study illuminated that 
children as young as six notice disproportionate discipline as a form of discrimination 
and may be experiencing related negative impacts.  
Disproportionate discipline is also linked with negative academic outcomes and 
lower overall academic success (Fabelo et al., 2011; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Noltemeyer 
et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2011; Smith & Harper, 2015). Consequently, disproportionate 
discipline and perceptions of this phenomenon are an important way that Black children 
are denied equal educational experiences that may impact the rest of their lives. 
Therefore, ending this discrimination is important and vital for children to have equitable 
educational experiences. Further, schools, policy makers, and counselors should provide 
resources to students who may have already experienced the many negative impacts of 
disproportionate discipline.  
Conclusions 
This study provides important contributions to our understanding of children’s’ 
perceptions of a well-documented and extremely harmful phenomenon and suggests that 
children as young as six perceive disproportionate discipline as a form of racial 
discrimination. This study also suggests that students may rely on racial stereotypes to 
interpret the behavior of their peers, in some incidences. Lastly, this study suggests that 
future research, in particular qualitative research, is needed to understand what contextual 
factors impact children’s perceptions of disproportionate discipline and if those 
perceptions are related to negative outcomes.
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APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A.  DISCIPLINARY VIGNETTES 
Vignette 1a 
 
Mr. Mason teaches students in your grade. One day during reading 
time Ricky started writing on the wall. Ricky had done this before and had been told 
not to do it again. However, that day Ricky wrote his name in multiple places on the 
wall next to his desk. Mr. 
Mason told him to stop, but he continued to write on the wall. Once 
Mr. Mason saw him doing this again, he suspended Ricky from school for one day. 
However, Luke also wrote on the wall in multiple places yesterday, but he was just 
told to go sit by himself as punishment. 
Vignette 2a 
 
Mr. Jackson teaches art to students in your grade. One day Daryll 
started disrupting the class by walking around the classroom. Daryll kept getting 
tissues from the tissue box multiple times and then getting up to throw them away, 
constantly walking by all the other students. Daryll has done this before and it 
disrupts the art class and distracts the other students. Mr. Jackson told him to sit 
down. 
However, when Daryll continued to walk around the classroom Mr. 
Jackson suspended Daryll from school for one day. Last week Justin did something 
similar; however, he was not suspended was just told to go sit by himself as 
punishment.  
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Vignette 3a 
Ms. Green teaches children in your grade. One day in class Jacob was 
telling his friends about how good he is at sports. He then started to run around the 
classroom and picked up a mug from Ms. Green’s desk and threw it at the ground, 
shattering it. The week before Jacob had run in the classroom and broken something 
as well. After he broke the mug, Ms. Green told Jacob he was suspended from 
school for one day. A few days ago Ryan also threw a glass jar and broke it; 
however, he was not suspended and was just made to sit alone outside the classroom 
for a few minutes. 
Vignette 4a 
Mr. Franks teaches PE to students in your grade. One day during 
class John said he didn’t want to run laps. Mr. Franks told John he must; however, 
John replied “No, I don’t want to! ” Last week John had also refused to run. When 
John continued to say he wouldn’t run, Mr. Franks suspended John from school for 
one day. The week before Lance also refused to run, but he was just made to sit 
down during kickball that day in PE.  
72 
 
 
  
APPENDIX B.  SURVEY ITEMS 
About You 
 
The information on this and the next page will be used to characterize the range 
of participants' backgrounds in the survey. It will be kept confidential. 
 
1. Your age:    
 
2. What school do you go to? 
 
 
3. Your grade level in school:    
 
4. What is your gender? 
 
 
5. Please check all of the following that describe your main ethnic/ racial background: 
 
   Asian 
   Black / African American 
   Latino / Hispanic 
   White / Caucasian 
   Other (please write):    
 
6. Which one of the following best characterizes your current living situation? 
 
   Live with both mother and father in same house. 
   Live only (or mostly) with mother. 
   Live only (or mostly) with father. 
   Live with both mother and father in separate houses. 
   Other (please describe)  . 
 
 
7. What does your mother do for work? 
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8. What does your father do for work? 
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7 How often do you think about being 
[ethnicity]? 
Almost 
never 
Couple 
times a 
month 
At least 
once a 
week 
Everyday 
8 When? In what situation or during what events? What might cause you think about your 
ethnicity? 
9 Do people ever treat you nicer than 
others because you are [ethnicity]? 
Almost 
never 
Couple 
times a 
month 
At least 
once a 
week 
Everyday 
10 Do people ever treat you worse than 
others because you are [ethnicity]? 
Almost 
never 
Couple 
times a 
month 
At least 
once a 
week 
Everyday 
11 Does your teacher ever treat you nicer 
than others because you are 
[ethnicity]? 
Almost 
never 
Couple 
times a 
month 
At least 
once a 
week 
Everyday 
12 Does your teacher ever treat you 
unfairly because of you are [ethnicity]? 
Almost 
never 
Couple 
times a 
month 
At least 
once a 
week 
Everyday 
13 Is being [ethnicity] important to your 
parents’ lives? 
Not at all 
important 
A little 
important 
A 
medium 
amount 
important 
Very 
important 
14 How American do you feel? Not at all 
American 
A little 
American 
A 
medium 
amount 
American 
Very 
American 
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You and Other Students at Your School 
 
 
 Not 
much 
A little Sometimes A lot 
1 How often do you get along well with other students at 
school? 
    
2 How often do kids in your school treat you unfairly or 
badly because you are [ethnicity]? 
    
3 How often do you feel close to other students at school?     
4 How often are you left out of games and activities by kids 
in your school because you are [ethnicity]? 
    
5 How often are you bullied by kids in your school because 
you are [ethnicity]? 
    
6 How often are you teased, made fun of, or called names 
by kids in your school because you are [ethnicity]? 
    
7 How often do you look forward to seeing other students 
at school? 
    
8 How often do kids in your school not pay attention to you 
because you are [ethnicity]? 
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 Not 
much 
A 
little 
Sometimes A lot 
1 How often do teachers in your school treat you 
unfairly or badly because you are 
[ethnicity]? 
    
2 How often do you feel close to teachers at 
school? 
    
3 How often are you left out of activities by teachers 
in your school because you are [ethnicity]? 
    
4 How often are you punished by teachers in your 
school more thank kids with a different 
ethnicity? 
    
5 How often do you look forward to seeing teachers 
at school? 
    
6 How often do teachers in your school not pay attention 
to you because you are [ethnicity]? 
    
7 How often do you trust teachers at your school?     
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Your Friends 
and Classmates 
 
1 How would you describe 
the kids at your school? 
 
Mostly 
White 
Mostly 
Black/ 
African 
American 
 
Mostly 
Latino 
 
Mostly 
Asian 
 
A mix of 
ethnicities 
2 How would you describe 
your friends? 
 
Mostly 
White 
Mostly 
Black/ 
African 
American 
 
Mostly 
Latino 
 
Mostly 
Asian 
 
A mix of 
ethnicities 
3 How would describe 
students who get in a lot 
of trouble at school? 
 
Mostly 
White 
Mostly 
Black/ 
African 
American 
 
Mostly 
Latino 
 
Mostly 
Asian 
 
A mix of 
ethnicities 
4 How would you describe 
good students at your 
school? 
 
Mostly 
White 
Mostly 
Black/ 
African 
American 
 
Mostly 
Latino 
 
Mostly 
Asian 
 
A mix of 
ethnicities 
5 How would you describe 
students who are punished 
a lot at your school (sent 
to the office, suspended, 
etc.) 
 
Mostly 
White 
Mostly 
Black/ 
African 
American 
 
Mostly 
Latino 
 
Mostly 
Asian 
 
A mix of 
ethnicities 
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How Warm 
 
 
Think about the people in the picture. On a scale of 0 to 100 on the thermometer, 
how “warm” or positive do you feel towards people in these groups? 0 means 
“not warm at all” and 100 means “very, very warm.” Remember, there are no 
right or wrong answers, just your opinions. 
 
White: Black/African American: Latino: Asian: 
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Dependent Variables: To be asked after each Vignette 
1 Why do you think (insert name of child in vignette) did (insert behavior from vignette)? 
2 Why do you think (insert name of child in vignette) disobeyed the teacher? (see a-d) 
For each possible reason, tell me how true it is. 
2a Because he was tired. Not at all true A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
2b Because he was a bad kid. Not at all true A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
2c Because he had been having bad luck 
all day. 
Not at all true A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
2d Because kids like him never do what 
the teacher says. 
Not at all true A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
3 How true is it that: 
If another boy did the same thing the 
teacher would usually suspend him? 
Not at all true A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4 Why do you think (insert name of teacher) punished (insert name of student)? 
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 Why do you think the teacher suspended (insert name of student) 
For each possible reason, please tell me how true it is. (see a-f) 
4a Because the teacher thinks boys like him are 
troublemakers. 
Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4b Because the teacher was having a hard day. Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4c Because the teacher thought punishing him 
would make the class behave better. 
Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4d Because the teacher was in a bad mood. Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4e Because of his(the child’s) race/ethnicity. Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
4f Because the teacher knew boys like him 
would do something worse if they aren’t 
punished. 
Not at 
all true 
A little 
true 
Somewhat 
true 
Very 
true 
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5 Do you think the punishment(insert 
name of child in vignette) received 
was fair? 
Very 
Unfair 
A little 
Unfair 
Neither 
Fair nor 
Unfair 
A little 
Fair 
Very 
Fair 
6 Why is it fair/unfair? 
7 How much do you like (insert name 
of teacher)? 
Not 
much 
A little A medium 
amount 
A lot 
8 How much do you trust (insert name 
of teacher) 
Not 
much 
A little A medium 
amount 
A lot 
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Theory of Mind 
I. Show the two puppets. Say "This is Spot and this is Scooter. They are 
playing a game. To play, they are told that they have to wait for a ring. What do 
you think they are waiting for?" Pause. "Well, Spot thinks he is waiting for 
this." Show picture of phone. Make sure child understand it. "But Scooter 
thinks he is waiting for this." Show picture of ring. Make sure child understand 
it. 
a. Why does Spot say it's one thing and at the same time Scooter say it's another? 
 
 
 
 
 
b. Does it make sense for Scooter to say one thing and Spot to say something else? 
 
 
 
c. Why does it [doesn't it] make sense? 
 
 
 
 
 
d. Scooter says it's a diamond ring and Spot says it's a ringing phone. Now 
we will ask Spud what he thinks it is (Pull out third puppet). Do you think 
Spud will think it is a diamond ring or a ringing phone, or would you not 
know what he would say? 
 
e. If make a choice, ask How can you tell what he will think? 
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If doesn't make a choice, ask Why is it hard to tell what he will think? 
 
 
 
 
 
f. Well, Spud says it will be a rock. Does it make sense for Spud to say 
that, or does it not make sense? Why? 
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II. Lay out three cards with blocks on them, block side up. Say, "In this game, Spot 
and Scooter have to pick the card that is hiding the penny. All they know is that the 
penny is under the card with the big block." Pause. "Well, Spot picked the big red 
block. But, Scooter picks the big blue block." 
a. Why does Spot say it's one thing and at the same time Scooter say it's another? 
 
 
 
 
 
b. Does it make sense for Scooter to say one thing and Spot to say 
something else? 
  
c. Why does it [doesn't it] make sense? 
 
 
 
 
 
d. Scooter says it's under the blue block and Spot says it's under the red 
block. Now we will ask Spud what he thinks it is (Pull out third puppet). Do 
you think Spud will think it is under the blue block or under the red block, or 
would you not know what he would say? 
 
 
e. If make a choice, ask How can you tell what he will think? 
 
 
 
 
 
If doesn't make a choice, ask Why is it hard to tell what he will think? 
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Well, Spud says it’s under the small block. Does it make sense for Spud to say that, 
or does it not make sense? Why? 
 
 
 III. OK. Last one." Show picture of duck/rabbit. "When Scooter looks at this 
picture, he sees duck." Point out the duck. "But when Spot looks at the picture, he 
sees a rabbit." Point out the rabbit. 
f. Why does Spot say it's one thing and at the same time Scooter say it's 
another? 
 
 
 
 
 
g. Does it make sense for Scooter to say one thing and Spot to say something 
else? 
 
 
 
h. Why does it [doesn't it] make sense? 
 
 
 
 
 
i. Scooter says it's a duck and Spot says it's a rabbit. Now we will ask 
Spud what he thinks it is (Pull out third puppet). Do you think Spud will think it 
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is a duck or a rabbit, or would you not know what he would say? 
 
 
j. If make a choice, ask How can you tell what he will think? 
 
 
 
 
 
If doesn't make a choice, ask Why is it hard to tell what he will think? 
 
 
 
 
k. Well, Spud says it’s an elephant. Does it make sense for Spud to say 
that, or does it not make sense? Why? 
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Child ID  _ 
 
Classification 
Skills 
 
 Questio
ns 
Correct 
0=No 
1=Yes 
Explanation 
Why/Why 
Not 
1 Sort the 12 people pictures, saying, 
“See all these pictures? Can you make 
2 piles by putting the ones together 
that 
are alike?” Ask to explain. 
  
2 “That’s good. Some kids sort them a 
different way. Is there any other way 
you could sort them so that the ones 
that are alike are together? I’ll mix 
them back up and you can show me.” 
Ask to explain. 
  
3 Now show example of how to sort in 
2X2 matrix, showing how cells match 
on dimensions. Ask S, “Can you do 
the same thing with your pictures, 
making 
them match this way and this way?” Ask to 
explain 
  
4 Show S animal ranch and say, “This is the 
animal’s ranch, and it’s where all of the 
animals can live.” Ask “Are gray elephants 
allowed to live at the animals’ ranch? 
Why/Why not?” 
  
5. “Can you make some of the bears and 
all of the elephants go to the animal ranch by 
putting their pictures in the box?” (Use 
only gray.) 
 NA 
6 “Now, can you make some of the bears and 
most of the elephants go to the animal 
ranch by putting their pictures in the box?” (Use 
only gray.) 
 NA 
7 Show 2 gray bears and 4 gray elephants. 
Ask, “Are there more bears or more animals?” 
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8 Are there more elephants or more gray 
things?” 
  
9 Show 3 gray bears, 2 gray elephants, and 3 
brown bears. Ask, “Are there more gray bears 
or more gray animals?” 
  
10 “Are there more bears or more gray bears?”   
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